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Abstract 

Visual art is an important part of any society. Humans have collected 

and studied visual art throughout history. The way that artwork is collected 

and maintained dictates the way that the collection is managed and 

maintained dictates what artworks will be available to be studied and 

displayed in the future. Today in the United States artworks are mostly 

managed in collections of nonprofit art organizations. Nonprofit art 

organizations come in all forms. The goals and functions of the organization 

directly influence how the artwork collection is managed. To demonstrate the 

various ways that different types of organizations maintain and organize their 

art collections this paper will analyze three different art organizations from 

the same community. The Archie Bray Foundation, Holter Museum, and 

Montana Historical Society all treat the art in their collections differently 

based on their overall goals and mission statement. Information has been 

compiled through interviews with those who work with the art collections, 

personal experience as a collections assistant, and information provided by 

each organization. The paper will conclude with a summary of similarities 

and differences each institution and potential suggestions to improve 

management of each collection. 
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Art Collections; An Organization Analysis 

 
In the world of art, an object’s form often reflects its functions. This is also 

true of the organizations that interact with these art objects. This thesis examines 

how art institutes manage their permanent art collections based on the mission, and 

function, of the organization as a whole. 

In order to demonstrate how an organizations mission influences the 

management of art collections, three organizations from the same art community, 

Helena Montana, will be studied. The Holter Museum of Art, Archie Bray Foundation, 

and Montana Historical Society are all organizations that interact with artwork. 

Each organization has a distinct mission that influences how they treat their art 

collection. The influence that the mission has on the organizations’ collection can be 

seen in the way they present their work, organize it, and manage it. 

 The analyses for each institute includes three sections. The first section 

consists of the official written mission statement and goals. The second section 

includes a brief description of the organization and its history.  The third will be a 

detailed look at each of the permanent collections. Though each nonprofit manages 

a variety of artifacts and artworks, the priority of this paper is to focus on the 

management of works accessioned into the collection. The permanent collection 

analysis will include a description of the facilities, guidelines for handling artwork, 

the formation of the collection, and examples of artwork. This analysis is formed 

through personal experience with art collections, interviews with members of the 

organizations, institutional documentation, and other various sources. After the 
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analyses there will be a brief compare and contrast section of the three institutional 

styles, a short critique to suggest improvements to collection management, and 

finally a summary. 
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The Montana Historical Society 

Official Statements of Organization 

Statutory Mandate: “…an agency of state government for the use, learning, 

culture, and enjoyment of the citizens of the state for the acquisition, preservation, 

and protection of historical records, art, archival, and Museum objects, historical 

places, sites, and monuments and the custody, maintenance, and operation of the 

historical library, Museums, art galleries, and historical places, sites, and 

monuments” (Montana Historical Society).  

The Montana Historical Society Mission Statement: “The Montana Historical 

Society exists for the use of learning, culture and enjoyment of the citizens of, and 

visitors to, the State of Montana by: acquiring, preserving and protecting historical 

records, art, archives, Museum objects, historical places, sites and monuments; 

maintaining a library and an historical Museum, providing educational programs 

and services for teachers and the general public, and publishing the state historical 

magazine and books; administering preservation and antiquities acts, supporting 

commissions with state historical orientation, and providing technical assistance to 

all Montana Museums, historical societies, preservation programs and owners of 

historical resources” (Montana Historical Society) . 
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Goals and Objectives of Museum: 

 “To systematically develop and improve the Museum's permanent collection 

through the acquisition of art and artifacts appropriate to the mission of the 

Society, i.e., items that pertain to the history and culture of Montana and the 

geographic region. 

 To preserve the Museum collections for the use and enjoyment of future 

generations through the maintenance and improvement of clean, safe and 

controlled environments; the adherence to Museum standards of collections care; 

the improvement of collections management, specifically by automating 

permanent records; regular maintenance of the historic house Museum we 

administer, i.e. the Original Governor's Mansion; and the expansion of our 

commitment to artifact conservation. 

 To protect and preserve the permanent artwork in the State Capitol, and within 

the Capitol Complex, by inspecting, maintaining, and arranging for conservation of 

the art, in addition to the care and preservation of art items removed from the 

Capitol. 

 To provide quality educational exhibits and programming for our statewide and 

national audiences at Montana's Museum, the Original Governor's Mansion and the 

State Capitol through: maintenance and upgrading of permanent exhibits; the 

development of at least one major temporary exhibit per year; the development of 

occasional traveling exhibits for statewide distribution; the continued restoration 

of the historic house Museum we administer, i.e. the Original Governor's Mansion; 
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and the planning and implementation of educational programming to reach as 

many segments of our audience and the largest number of people as possible with 

a variety of activities, such as guided and self-guided tours, lectures, workshops, 

school programs, conferences, etc. During FY06 Montana's Museum had 38,776 

visitors, not only from all over the United States and the world, including 

individuals, adult tours, school tours, etc. There were 1,646 visitors to the Original 

Governor's Mansion; 11,273 people toured the State Capitol; and 43,649 people 

attended public programs or were provided outreach services. 

 To provide accurate information on historical and technical subjects to individuals, 

representatives of cultural organizations, governmental agencies, the educational 

community and others through the timely response to inquiries about the Museum 

collections; assistance to scholars and students working on Museum related 

topics; the maintenance and distribution of photographs of Museum collections; 

technical assistance provided to other Museums and cultural institutions; and the 

presentation of programs related to material culture and technical topics to 

interested groups throughout the state. 

 To administer and expand the Volunteer Program of the Society. Over 134 

volunteers assist paid staff in providing interpretation of Montana history, art and 

culture through tours, school services, conferences, workshops and other public 

events; providing reference information to patrons; and assisting with collections 

care and management to help preserve Montana's material culture.”  (Montana 

Historical Society) 

About The Montana Historical Society Museum 
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The Montana Historical Society Museum is a small part of a statewide 

government run and funded organization, the Montana Historical Society, dedicated to 

preserving the history of Montana. The Museum itself is used to house specific items 

with pertinence to Montana’s history. Like the Society’s historical artifacts the 

artwork of the Museum must be valuable to the history of the state of Montana and, as 

property of the state, and due to legislature, must be intensely regulated by national 

standards. 

The Montana Historical Society was created in 1865; it is the oldest historical 

society west of the Mississippi river and has been located in Helena since 1874 

(Montana Historical Society).  Today, the Montana Historical Society is located across 

from the state capital and next to other state government buildings. The Museum is 

located in the same building as the rest of the organization; which consists of a 

research center, help desk, and several other main offices for the Historical Society. 

The Museum portion of the organization is split into three different galleries, three 

storage spaces and several office areas. 

The Montana Historical Society has very specific goals and statements 

concerning each department of the organization. One of the Research Center’s goals is 

“to develop and improve the nation’s most comprehensive collection of research 

materials related to the history of Montana and the West” (Montana Historical 

Society). The Museum department is concerned with the preservation, collection, and 

display of historical items for the benefit of the public. The researchers work mostly 

with historical records of while the Museum staff focuses on the presentation and 

maintenance of physical objects. 
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Montana Historical Society Museum Permanent Collection Management 

The purpose of the Museum’s collection is to expose and educate the public 

about the history of Montana. The Museum meets the goals of the organization by 

presenting three to six exhibits a year. As fulfillment of the Montana Historical 

Society’s mission statements the exhibits are presented “for the use of learning, 

culture and enjoyment of the citizens of, and visitors to, the State of Montana” 

(Montana Historical Society). The exhibits are produced based on a specific time 

period or movement in Montana history. The exhibits often display a combination of 

artwork that is relevant to the theme of the exhibit and historical artifacts. .  For 

example, this year they exhibited a collection of artifacts and artwork, in the form of 

advertisements, that involved domestic life for women during the Industrial 

Revolution (Nucci).  Educational information about the historical items, artwork, and 

general themes are provided throughout the exhibit. The information is typically 

presented in a plaque or poster alongside the artwork (Nucci).  In addition to the 

exhibits the society also offers a historical bus tour of Helena that starts and ends at 

the museum. These activities and exhibits allow visitors and locals to learn through 

the exhibits and the local architecture.  

The American Association of Museums accredits the Montana Historical 

Society’s Museum, this is “the highest honor a Museum can receive” (Nucci).  The 

Museum received its accreditation by following the standards set by the American 

Alliance of Museums in regards to maintaining, organizing, and cataloging art objects. 

The Museum department has three galleries, two indoor vaults and one outdoor 

storage space. The small vault is used to store artwork and the other two are used for 
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historical artifacts. These three galleries are used to presents the Museum’s collection 

to the public. 

The artwork vault holds, artwork, rare high priority pieces, and works on 

loan. The storage utilities in the artwork vault consist of: several large vertical rolling 

shelves for framed works with glass, ten to fifteen small rolling racks for framed 

works without glass, two large shelving racks for bronze pieces, and four cabinets 

with drawers for unframed two dimensional pieces. The artwork vault follows the 

criteria laid out by the American Alliance of Museums for the safety of the artworks. 

The vault is humidity controlled, and all art objects are organized and secured so that 

they will withstand an earthquake (Nucci). 

The larger artifacts vault holds historical artifacts that were common during 

certain time periods. The artifacts are arranged based on their function. Some sections 

that are located here are; pianos, advertisements, clothing, every day objects, farming 

equipment, and hunting tools. This room is filled with tables for objects to be placed 

upon, vertical rolling racks, shelves, cabinets, drawers, etc. The other artifacts storage 

area is a warehouse located offsite. It holds the larger and more durable artifacts from 

the permanent collection, such as wagons, architectural pieces, and huge bronzes.  

To assure the safety of the collection the Montana Historical Society has 

many security structures in place. The basement, which houses the onsite collection, is 

only accessible with a Museum staff key card. The art and artifacts are located within 

the basement in locked vaults that require a physical key. There are also security 

cameras and a security staff that make the rounds throughout the building. In addition 
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to these preventative measures the security staff requires copies of removal forms 

and loan paperwork be copied and filed before objects can leave the building. 

The Montana Historical Society employs several people in the Museum 

department to maintain the high standards of the organization. The Institution also 

regularly hires contracted conservers to maintain and analyze specific objects. 

Qualified volunteers are also recruited to help with museum projects. On average 

there are about nine people working regularly with artifacts (Nucci).  

In addition to its standing as an accredited institution the organization has 

also been using the same database, PastPerfect, for over fifteen years (Nucci). The 

organization has used the same software for years. Those involved with the database 

have developed an advanced understanding of the system and created useful 

procedures for how and when new information is added to it. Not only does the 

software include information about artifacts, but also it includes information about 

the Historical Society’s archives and Research department. The Research department 

has the physical records of the organization. The Montana Historical Society Museum 

contains 50000 artifacts total, 8000 of which are pieces of art (Nucci). Each item is 

labeled, accessioned, organized, filed, and inventoried regularly.  

Proper documentation is incredibly important to the Society in order to 

provide accurate information about Montana History. Objects and artwork must be 

researched before they can be considered for accessioning. After the proper research 

has been done the Museum staff then provides information on items they would like 

added to the collection to an appointed collections committee (Nucci). The collections 

committee then approves the work for accessioning if appropriate. Since the museum 
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staff consists of trained, educated historians they occasionally have the authority to 

immediately accept an object into the collection.  

In order for an object to be added to the permanent collection it must be 

relevant to the History of Montana; the piece must either have belonged to a well 

known historical figure or exemplify life in a certain time period. The Museum also 

only accepts a certain number of items. For example currently the collection has an 

abundance of pianos so it is unlikely they will accept another one unless it is of high 

historical significance (Nucci). Because the organization is committed to preserving 

and presenting all aspects of the history of Montana the collection is constantly 

growing. Historical significance far outweighs artistic significance.  

Two examples of artworks that have been accepted into the Museums 

collection are works Charlie M. Russell and the Poindexter Collection. While their art 

styles of these are completely different both of their works are important to the 

collection. 

Charlie M. Russell is arguably the first great Montanan painter who lived and 

created works during the settlement period of the west. His works depict beautiful 

scenery of an untamed land and the rich culture of the Native people (Montana 

Historical Society Museum). This romanticized image of a wild Montana is widely 

known even today. His artwork obviously fulfills the Organization’s goals to preserve 

and cultivate historical items and is an important part of the Museum’s collection. 
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Charles Marion Russel. Indian Hunter’s Return, 1900. Oil on canvas. Mackay Collection, Montana 
Historical Society. Helena. Web. 20 March. 2014. 
 
Upon first glance the Poindexter Collection is a less obvious choice for 

inclusion within the permanent collection. The Poindexter Collection consists of 

works from New York abstract expressionist artists. What makes these works 

relevant is the fact that they are significant to the history of America and represent 

one of the heights of the American modern art movement. The collection features 

works from internationally famous artists such as Willem de Kooning and Jackson 

Pollock. The collection is also important to Montana because it was acquired by a 

well-known Montanan named E. George Poindexter. Poindexter specifically created 

this collection with the intent to expose Montanans to this style of art (Yellowstone 

Art Museum).  
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Milton Resnick. Balkan. 1956. Oil on canvas, Poindexter Collection, Montana Historical Society. Web. 20 March. 
2014.  

 
The purpose of the Museum’s collection is to expose and educate the public 

about the history of Montana. The way this is done depends largely upon those who 

utilize the collection for exhibits. Sarah Nucci, the Museum’s Curator of History 

believes that “We don’t own the collection, we care-take the collection. If you don’t 

see what happened in the past you can’t learn for the future” (Nucci). The belief 

shapes the way that she creates the exhibits. In order to “tell a story”, she states 

“Our collection isn’t to tell the story of the famous people, although we do that, it’s to 

tell the story of ALL of the people of Montana – and to realize that they all have value 

today, yesterday, and in the future” (Nucci). 

Due to The Montana Historical Society’s ties to local government, and its’ 

mission to preserves artifacts as well as communicates its’ states history, the 

Museum follows strict standards for documentation and organization. This 

approach allows the Museum staff to understand the artworks and artifacts in the 
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collection. The staff’s understanding of the collection allows the Museum to present 

a full and colorful story of Montana’s History to those who visit the Museum.  
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The Archie Bray Foundation 

Mission Statement 

“To make available to all who are seriously interested in any branch of the 

ceramic arts, a fine place to work. The Corporation will provide facilities for the 

creation of artistic works and association with other serious artists as the 

foundation for creative growth. Professional relationships and personal friendships 

among residents, staff, board of directors and community will be encouraged as the 

basis for building a creative climate and together, residents, staff and board of 

directors will encourage the development and enjoyment of the arts” (Archie Bray 

Foundation). 

About the Archie Bray Foundation 

 The Archie Bray Foundation is an organization that provides a creative and 

supportive atmosphere for resident ceramicists to further their artistic growth in 

the ceramic arts. In order to do this the organization provides artists residencies for 

a select number of ceramic artists. The foundation provides a studio, access to kilns, 

fellowships, scholarships, exhibits of current artists works and an overall creative 

atmosphere to the artists who participate in the organization. 

The organization was founded in 1951 in order to “make available for all who 

are seriously interested in ceramic arts, a fine place to work” (Archie Bray 

Foundation). The Archie Bray Foundation was  built on what used to be the grounds 

of the Western Clay Manufacturing Co (Archie Bray Foundation).  It includes old 

huge kilns for brick-making and a beautiful landscape. Those who are interested in 
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the creation of ceramic art can come to the organization in order to develop their 

skills and creativity.  

The success of the Archie Bray is largely due to the high caliber of ceramic 

artists that have been involved with the organization. Some notable artists who have 

helped shape the Archie Bray are Frances Senska, a pioneer for Montanan 

ceramicists, Rudy Autio, Josh Deweese, and internationally recognized ceramicist 

Peter Voulkos (Newby, Jiusto and Failing). These ceramicists’ works were influential 

to the early American modern art movement and are highly respected today. These 

are some of the notable artists who have taken leadership positions at the Archie 

Bray and who helped shape the modern ceramics movement in the United States by 

forming clay in the abstract expressionist style. Their leadership has molded the 

Archie Bray into the internationally recognized organization that it is today. 

Today the Archie Bray has had over six hundred ceramic artists in residence 

(Lee). It is located in a very open rural part of town but still is close to the 

downtown Helena area. The Archie Bray consists of two studio complexes, a sales 

gallery, a permanent collection gallery, a main office building, outside kilns, a 

warehouse, an additional gallery and a clay business. The Archie Bray rests on 

twenty-six acres of land.  

The Archie Bray Foundation is an especially beautiful area for artists and the 

community to visit because of its large grounds; which are covered with ceramic 

artwork. These works have naturally accumulated over the years. Artist residents 

often leave pieces behind and place them in strategic areas on the grounds. This 

creates an interesting and offbeat environment.                
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The Archie Bray hosts events for the resident artists and for the community 

to grow in their appreciation of ceramic art. The Bray offers receptions for exhibits 

where the public can come and see artwork that has been created by the resident 

artists. The Foundation also offers classes for the public and guest artist lectures. 

Current resident artists often teach these classes. 

The Archie Bray Foundation has succeeded in becoming a great resource for 

ceramic artists. Their residencies allow them to focus on creating works of art and 

involving themselves in the community that the Archie Bray forms. 

Archie Bray Foundation Permanent Collection Management 

What is particularly interesting about the Archie Bray’s collection is that is 

was formed by artists wanting to leave works at the Archie Bray. This emphasis on 

the resident artists has deeply shaped the way that the collection is formed and 

managed. 

The facilities for the permanent collection include one warehouse, two 

storage rooms in separate gallery buildings, the summer studios building, and the 

grounds of the Foundation itself. Some of the artwork is carefully stored while other 

pieces are displayed. Artists are encouraged to explore previous works for 

inspiration.   

 The permanent collection has occasionally been shown as a traveling exhibit. 

This is a way for the Foundation to reach artists and art lovers who have never 

visited its grounds. The last large traveling exhibit was during the Foundation’s 

fiftieth anniversary. Eighty pieces from the collection were chosen and traveled 
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together for over a year. The formation of this large exhibit was also used to publish 

a book about the Archie Bray for its fiftieth anniversary. 

 The works that are stored reside in one warehouse and the storage rooms of 

two galleries. The ceramics are stored in earthquake proof containers in order to 

protect them from damage. The containers are labeled with the accession number of 

the piece and a photograph of the piece or pieces inside the container. 

 Displayed works of the collection are located in three different buildings. The 

Pottery gallery solely exhibits works from the permanent collection, rotates 

regularly, and is curated by the Gallery Director. The second location is in the new 

sales gallery. Here, a small section of the gallery regularly rotates and displays either 

works for sale by residents or works not for sale from the permanent collection. The 

last smallest exhibit is located in the summer studio and is in two glass display cases. 

These works are especially important to the organization. The ceramics displayed 

were created by founding members of the organization and serve as reminders of 

the Brays rich history 

One of the ways that the permanent collection of the Bray serves as a source 

of inspiration to ceramic artists is by literally creating an environment full of 

artwork. The grounds of the Archie Bray are covered with hundreds of ceramics. 

Some of the pieces are works that artists simply chose not to take with them after 

the end of their residency. Other ceramics have been created specifically to add to 

the surrounding landscape. These site-specific works are often especially durable 

and created specifically as the artists’ contribution to the Bray’s permanent 
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collection. If the site-specific works are exceptionally large a committee must 

approve their construction. 

The Archie Bray’s permanent collection includes between 1000 and 2000 

works (Lee).  Recently the Foundation received a grant to work on documenting 

their permanent collection. They purchased the PastPerfect database to record their 

current collection. The collection grows by about fifteen to twenty pieces a year and 

with each piece comes more information to store. The collection grows because the 

Bray annually has between ten and twenty artists participate as residents who leave 

behind artwork.  

All of the staff and volunteers at the Archie Bray have had experience 

handling ceramics. There are no strict written guidelines to handling ceramic arts 

but everyone who is involved with the collection is expected to have first hand 

experience with ceramics. The collection is maintained regularly by the Gallery 

Director, Maintenance Manager, and occasionally by the Resident Artist Director 

(Lee). All three people are ceramic artists themselves and have a deep 

understanding of how to handle ceramics. Other ceramic artists often volunteer to 

help organize and document the collection. Volunteering with the collection can be a 

great way to see some of the most innovative ceramic works in the country. 

The works that are accessioned into the collection act as another resource to 

fuel creativity in future resident artists. The Bray is not a collecting organization in 

the same way that museums collect artwork and did not initially set out to collect 

artwork. Occasionally, the Archie Bray accepts donated artwork into its collection. 

In order for this to happen the artwork must have a significant tie to the Foundation. 
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The collection rose out of artists desire to give important pieces to the Bray. Today 

every resident artist can participate in forming the permanent collection. The 

residents are often asked to create a work specifically for the collection. This piece 

should “represent their work and their experience with the organization” (Lee).  

Two examples of works left behind are Robert Harrison’s Aruina and Peter 

Voulkos’ Plate. Both works were created by artists with direct ties to the Archie Bray 

Foundation.  

Robert Harrison was a ceramics instructor at the Bray during 1985, a 

resident artist in 1988, and has had various positions on the board of the Archie 

Bray, including president, from 1993 to 2005(Harrison). His piece Aruina is a site-

specific piece that adds to the beauty of the Bray’s grounds. Harrison created the 

piece in 1988 during his artist residency. Aruina is an architectural sculpture with 

five columns and four arches. It stands twelve feet high and thirty feet long and is 

composed of brick and tile. Some of the bricks found in this sculpture date back to 

around 1900 when the original Clay business was running (Newby, Robert 

Harrison: Shrines for Potters).  
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Harrison, Robert. Aruina. 1988. Archie Bray Foundation, Helena. Reilly, Emma. Photo. 21 Jun. 2013. 

Peter Voulkos was not only a founding member of the Archie Bray but a 

highly influential sculptor. His abstract style of work helped shaped modern 

ceramics by demonstrating unconventional styles and prioritizing artistic value over 

functionality. His work Plate was created after he and the Archie Bray had received 

national press for his work. The piece is a fantastic example of the abstract 

expressionist style that Voulkos is known for. His work has gained international 

recognition. He is often mentioned in today’s art history books and his ceramics are 

in collections from all over the world (Stokstad and Cothren). His works are an 

example of the innovation and experimentation that ceramic artists can utilize. 
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Voulkos, Peter. Plate. 1981. Archie Bray Foundation. A Ceramic Continuum: Fifty Years of the Archie Bray 
Influence. Newby, Rick, et al. Ed. Peter Held. Seattle: University of Washington Press. 124. Print. 

 
 
The Archie Bray’s collection is first and foremost a resource for those who 

seek to participate in ceramics. It is displayed so that it is easy for the artists to 

access it for inspiration. Artists maintain part of collection by arranging works 

strategically around the grounds; adding to the artistic environment of the Bray. The 

works are handled by expert ceramicists and organized safely. The collection is the 

physical result of the Bray’s mission to have “residents, staff and board of directors 

[...] encourage the development and enjoyment of the arts”(Archie Bray Foundation). 

 



 22 

The Holter Museum of Art 

Mission Statement 

“The Holter Museum of Art fuels artistic creativity and imagination in 

Montana through exceptional contemporary art exhibitions, collections, and 

educational programming” (Holter Museum of Art). 

Vision Statement 

“Embracing the belief that art vitalizes and strengthens community, the 

Holter Museum of Art seeks to stimulate creativity, curiosity and collaboration 

through the visual arts. Our mission is not just in exhibiting art-we interpret it, teach 

it, help create it, preserve it, and build community through it. We capture the 

imagination of both the young and the grown through exciting exhibitions and 

powerful art education. We fuel our community’s curiosity and vision by exploring 

diverse perspectives and cultures—including contemporary Indian culture—within 

Montana, beyond the state, and from abroad. We honor the uniqueness of our 

community, of Helena and of Montana, by celebrating contemporary regional artist 

in our collection and, through our collection, we seek to preserve for future 

generations the record of our own time and place in history. Community is at the 

core of the Holter mission, and we strive to share the richness of the visual arts as a 

benefit for all” (Holter Museum of Art). 

About the Holter Museum of Art. 

 The Holter Museum is a resource for the artistic advancement of the 

Montanan community, specifically Helena, through art. In order to meet its mission 
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and vision statement the Holter offers educational programming, a variety of 

exhibits throughout the year, fun social events, and a permanent collection featuring 

Montanan artists. 

The Helena Arts Council conceptualized the Museum eight years prior to its 

opening exhibit, raised funds and searched for a suitable location. The Helena Arts 

Council saw the need for an art Museum that could collect and display 

contemporary artwork; especially by local Montanan artists (Reilly, The Holter 

Permanent Collection). 

The Holter Museum owes its financial stability to Montanan art patrons. Most 

notably are Joan and Norman Jeff Holter for whom the Museum is named after. 

Norman Holter was born in Helena Montana, graduated from Carroll College and is 

famous for inventing the Holter heart monitor. The Holter Dam and Holter Lake, 

located outside of Helena, are also named after him. Norman Holter encouraged the 

growth of contemporary art in Montana and created artwork of his own; the Holter 

has two of his works in their permanent collection (Montana Historical Society).   

The Museum is located in downtown Helena Montana. Today the location is 

ideal because of its proximity to other local art galleries and popular local 

businesses. Its location makes it easy for shoppers and gallery goers to visit the 

Museum. The Holter Museum consists of: four galleries, including one special high 

gallery, a small library, two classrooms, a store with two small sale galleries, 

education department office space, main office space, one loading dock, and three 

curatorial rooms.  



 24 

Throughout an average year the Holter will curate between ten and fifteen 

exhibits not including the two sales galleries, which displays a different exhibit 

every other month. The type of artwork displayed ranges from pieces by local artists 

to nationally and internationally traveling exhibits. In order to “celebrate 

contemporary regional artists in our collection” the Holter exhibits works from the 

permanent collection on a regular basis (Holter Museum of Art). The Museum offers 

not only a variety of exhibitions but also an array of educational programs based on 

the exhibits (Reilly, The Holter Permanent Collection). Educational programs are 

available for all ages and include art classes, guest artist lectures, workshops, docent 

tours, family and kid festivals and youth electrums. Annually the education 

department provides workshops and tours to thousands of children from second to 

twelfth grade from both the Helena school district and other Montana school 

districts. 

In addition to the significant educational programs that it offers to the 

community, the Holter also offers fun social events to the public. Opening night 

receptions are hosted for new exhibits.. Every Wednesday during the Christmas 

shopping season a gallery at the Holter temporarily becomes a restaurant and is 

catered by local restaurants. Additional other events are available to the public as a 

way to allow the community to interact with the organization and artwork (Holter 

Museum of Art).  

The Management of the Holter Permanent Collection 

As previously mentioned the Holter Museum has three curatorial rooms 

where artworks are stored, documented, and prepared for exhibits. The rooms are 
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the preparatory and registrar room, vault, and boxed artwork storage room. The 

preparatory room’s purpose is to provide space to safely document, examine, 

maintain, and package artwork. The vault is meant to store the permanent collection. 

The additional storage room is ideally used as for crated ceramics and pedestals. 

Because the Museum regularly exhibits works from the permanent collection, 

artwork must be stored securely and organized so that it is easy to access and move 

(Reilly, The Holter Permanent Collection).  

The preparatory and registrar room is used for handling and documenting 

artwork. In this room are two large sturdy tables, a desk with a hard drive and dual 

monitors, and file cabinets. The preparatory room is also currently being used to 

store some of the collections largest two-dimensional works on high racks along the 

walls. This organization of this room allows for open space so that art may be safely 

moved; large tables are regularly used to examine pieces from the permanent 

collection and prepare them to be displayed in the exhibits. 

The Vault is used to organize and safely store the artworks. It consists of: ten 

storage racks for larger framed two-dimensional artworks. One large cabinet split 

into three sections is used to store ceramics. One large netted ceramic shelving unit 

is equipped with foam and gravity hooks. Two small cabinets with drawers are for 

unframed two-dimensional artworks. A variety of hooks on the wall store additional 

two-dimensional works. Foam added to the corners of the vault for larger sculptures. 

Large tapestries are wrapped in acid free paper and stored on top of the large 

ceramic cabinet and shelving. To make the artwork easy to find each storage device 
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has a list of what artwork is located in that area and the current location of a piece is 

updated in the software system. 

The additional storage room is used to house the overflow from the 

collection. In the room are about ten large crates with artworks inside, thirty 

pedestals of various sizes, and custom made shelving for a large portion of the 

artwork of Montana artist Josh Deweese (Reilly, The Holter Permanent Collection). 

Because this room is not humidity controlled, as it was never intended to house 

artwork, the artwork in this room is mostly large ceramics and is crated or ship 

ready. The shelves used to store the Deweese collection are lined with plastic sheets 

and the paintings are individually wrapped in plastic to prevent any moisture 

damage. The works in this room are large and rarely exhibited so the pedestals, 

which are used in nearly every exhibit, are at the front of the room. 

To protect the permanent collection and other exhibited artworks the 

storage rooms each have their own unique locks and keys and a motion detecting 

alarm system that has two different pass codes protects the building. One longer 

code is used for the entire Museum and a shorter code is used in order to access 

individual sections of the Museum. The computers holding information about the 

collection are also password protected.  

The Holter currently is without a full time curator so the curatorial duties fall 

upon one staff member, the Curatorial Assistant/Collections Manager. The 

Collections Manager relies on volunteers to come in to help document and organize 

the collection. 
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 Recently the Museum purchased the PastPerfect software database in order 

to re-organize and document its collection. Currently a team of five collection 

assistants is manually updating old electronic files, print new hardcopies, and 

entering information into the new system. The Museums previous curator has 

trained only one volunteer;  the Collections Manager is responsible for overseeing 

and training the new untrained volunteers. The Holter currently has 790 artworks 

accessioned into its permanent collection and over one hundred are entered into the 

new system (Reilly, The Holter Permanent Collection). 

The way that the artwork is handled by volunteers and described is 

regulated by the written guidelines set by previous curators and collection 

managers. These guidelines are specifically based on the organizations goals and 

capacity “to provide the highest quality of storage, exhibition, conservation, and 

research facilities related to the maintenance and use of the collection”. 

The current collections manager has confirmed that, though the existing 

electronic files list the collection as consisting of 790 artworks, there have been 

several new large donations of artwork that are yet to be fully accessioned. The 

entire collection is estimated to be between 790 and 890 items. The Holter Museum 

has acquired most of the permanent collection through large donations from a 

donor. A small portion of the collection is acquired through Museum purchases that 

are funded by either single donors or a group of donors. In order for artworks to be 

accessioned, de-accessioned, loaned, or purchased a collections committee must 

approve. After approval the committee must present the pieces to the board during 

their monthly meeting. During the board meeting the members must vote to 



 28 

officially include the works in the collection and make other decisions involving the 

collection (Reilly, The Holter Permanent Collection).  

The committee and board base their decision to accession a piece of artwork 

upon the mission and vision statement of the organization (Toland). The collection 

consists of artwork that specifically coincides with the mission and vision of the 

Holter Museum. The mission statement of the Holter Museum outlines the main 

goals for the organization, particularly fueling artistic creativity in Montana. This 

vision statement of the organization more specifically addresses the collection: 

 We honor the uniqueness of our community, of Helena 
 and of Montana, by celebrating contemporary regional  
artists in our collection and, through our collection, we seek 
 to preserve for future generations the record of our own time 
 and place in history. Community is at the core of the Holter  
mission, and we strive to share the richness of the visual  
arts as a benefit for all (Holter Museum of Art).  

 
This means that in order for artwork to be accepted into the permanent collection of 

the Holter Museum both the collections committee and the board must agree that 

the piece is not only exceptional and an example of “our time and place” but also it 

must be contemporary Montanan artwork (Holter Museum of Art). 

 Two pieces of artwork that fulfill the museum collections requirements are 

Jane Quick-To-See-Smith’s Nature/Medicine and Doug Turman’s Trout Dream Series. 

Both are notable and exceptional Montana contemporary artists. Jaune Quick-To-

See-Smith is recognized for her artwork throughout the world. Her work is 

considered so historically important that it is featured in basic art history textbooks 

(Stokstad and Cothren).  She was born in 1940 and currently creates artwork at the 

age of 73. Her Native American heritage undoubtedly influences her creative work. 
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The fact that she is a Native American artist makes her work especially relevant to 

the goals of the Holter Museum. In the vision statement Native American culture is 

directly mentioned,  “We fuel our community’s curiosity and vision by exploring 

diverse perspectives and cultures—including contemporary Indian culture…” 

(Holter Museum of Art). The work in the permanent collection was acquired 

through a Museum purchase funded by an individual donor prior to the artist’s 

international fame. The piece Nature/Medicine is a lithograph with mixed media and 

an excellent addition to the Holter’s collection. 

 

Quick-To-See-Smith, Juane. Nature/Medicine. 1999. Holter Museum Collection. Lawrence Lithography Online. 

Web. 6 March. 2014 
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Work by artist Doug Turman is also an obvious improvement to the Holter’s 

Permanent collection. Doug Turman is not as highly recognized as Jaune Quick-To-

See-Smith but has experience exhibiting and creating artwork that has been 

exhibited nationally. (Turman Larison Contemporary). In the last fifteen years he 

has opened a gallery, which is literally located a block away from the Holter 

Museum with his wife, and they have exhibited the works of national and 

international artists. His work is very distinct; playful, imaginative, and explorative. 

He has also worked with many well-known Montanan artists, such as Lela Autio, 

Willem Volkersz, and George Gogas, who all have works in the Holter Museum’s 

permanent collection. His involvement as an artist in the contemporary Montanan 

art community makes his work relevant to the collection. 

Turman, Doug. Trout Dreams Series. watercolor. 1993. Photo. Reilly, Emma. 11, April. 2014. 
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It is important to note that the treatment of the permanent collection of an 

organization is not only dependent upon mission but also upon the passion and 

opinions of that those involved with the collection. For example, the former 

Curatorial Assistant states that she “believes in the cautious and thorough approach 

to handling and inventorying artwork”, this influences the way that she treats and 

handles artwork; “I often find myself double checking a piece for any details that 

may not have been included in the artwork description, this allows me to make sure 

that the item will be easy to recognize based on my description and that I am not 

leaving any important small details out” (Reilly, The Holter Permanent Collection). 

This prioritization of written detail and documentation has increased the accuracy 

of the Holter’s database. Phoebe Toland, a collections specialist and former 

collections manager, prioritized preservation and organization. In her evaluation 

she writes, “The permanent collection is the museums greatest asset. It provides the 

basis for exhibitions both within the Holter and elsewhere. Its general condition and 

storage should be evaluated annually. All steps should be taken to ensure its proper 

care and long term storage” (Toland).  Due to her emphasis on physical organization 

and preservation of art she spent a great deal of time creating safe storage boxes for 

fragile two-dimensional works. 

The collection of the Holter Museum must be managed and created according 

to the purpose of the organization and its resources. The Holter Museum utilizes its 

space, staff, and volunteers to keep the artwork orderly and safe. The Permanent 

collection is structured and managed based on the Holter’s ambition to exhibit work 

in its permanent collection regularly. The documentation is organized so that it is 
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readily accessible and the space is utilized so there is ample room to safely move 

artwork. The collection of artwork itself is based upon the principles and purpose of 

the Holter Art Museum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare, Contrast, Suggestions 

 Each of these organizations interacts with artwork but have entirely different 

goals. The goals of an establishment affect how it handles the task of managing 

artwork.  

  The Montana Historical Society Museum is the most structured and largest of 

the organizations. It has the most written guidelines for handling the collection and 

the most indoor storage space. It is also the only accredited collecting institute. The 

Society is mainly concerned with preservation of history and education of the public. 

It spends the most time to compose its exhibits and has the fewest annual exhibits. 

Because of its attention to detail the database and art objects are meticulously 
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organized and documented. The Historical Society art collection is a source of 

pertinent historical information concerning Montana. 

 The Archie Bray is the most unconventional of the three. Unlike the other two 

it was not originally intended to have a collection. The collection is utilized as a 

resource for ceramic artists. The Foundation has the least amount of security due to 

the works are being accessible to the resident artists. The collection contributes to 

the excellent environment that is offered to its resident artists. 

 The Holter organizes its permanent collection so that it the art and information 

about the art are easily accessible because the Holter is largely concerned with 

exhibiting works from its collection. Out of all three the Holter has the most events 

for the community and regularly rotating exhibits. The collection serves as a way to 

fuel exposure to ceramic art and creativity. 

 Each organization has overlapping similarities. For example, they all use the 

Past Perfect database to organize their works. This software is used by most 

museums within the United States. All also prioritize the physical safety of their 

collection. Works are stored so that they are earthquake proof and are handled by 

trained individuals. The three institutions emphasize the importance of being part 

of the Helena community and have developed programs, such as artists talks, classes, 

and tours, to foster interaction with the public. Each establishment was founded as a 

nonprofit to serve a cultural need; the Historical Society for history, the Holter for 

exposure to art, and the Archie Bray for artistic creation. All three organizations add 

artwork to their collection based on their mission.  

Suggestions 
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 Every organization has certain aspects of their collections that could be 

improved. Unfortunately all of these improvements require funding from either 

grants or passionate philanthropists.  

 One major change that the Holter and the Archie Bray Foundation could apply 

would be the addition of storage units. These two organizations have collections 

that are split into different rooms due to limited space. This limitation makes 

arrangement and accessibility of artwork more difficult and slows down the ability 

to display and examine the collection. Building or purchasing a new storage area is 

the only way solve this problem. 

 The Historical Society could improve their collection management if they were 

able to increase the amount of exhibits they display annually. Increasing the number 

of exhibits would draw people into the Museum more regularly and allow their 

collection to be shared on a larger scale. To do so would most likely require an 

additional historian to be hired so that exhibits could progress at a faster rate.  

 

Summary 

 The Montana Historical Society Museum, Archie Bray Foundation and Holter 

Museum all manage their permanent collection based on their mission as an 

organization. The Montana Historical Society Museum fulfills its mission through its 

collection by preserving, collecting, and maintaining historically important artworks. 

The Archie Bray Foundation uses its collection not only as a way to create a fine 

place to work for ceramicists but also as a source of inspiration for its resident 
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artists and others. The Holter Museum fuels the arts in Montana by collecting and 

displaying excellent artwork from within Montana. The form that the collection 

takes mimics the overall purpose, or function, of the organization. 
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